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Driving through the rolling fields of Kentucky brings images of horseracing to mind. But another built-

for-speed thoroughbred is sired in the Bluegrass State: the Chevrolet Corvette. Ever since moving from

an earlier production site in St. Louis in 1981, General Motors has manufactured all Corvettes sold

worldwide here at its Bowling Green Assembly Plant.

While the Corvette wasn’t born a legend upon its debut in 1953, the sleek Corvette is now known

internationally as “America’s Sports Car.” Its continued production throughout the past 65 years is a

testament to its sporting bona fides and desirability among consumers. After all, as the caption of a

meme of a striking red Corvette sports car on the Internet says (with a nod to the musician Prince),

“They Don’t Write Songs About Volvos.” For a vehicle old enough to collect Social Security, that’s quite

an achievement.
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The National Corvette Museum in Bowling Green has been paying homage to this most American of

icons since 1994. The museum, which is adjacent to the Bowling Green Plant, showcases the history of

the car through the decades and features more than 80 Corvettes. Motorists driving along I-65 will

recognize the museum by the Skydome, the bright-yellow 13-story tower topped with a red spire that is

its calling card. The museum is 155,000 square feet; although the Skydome exhibit area at one end

occupies just 10 percent of that total, its 100-foot-high soaring glass ceiling creates a cavernous space

for displays that is the museum’s signature setting.

The museum is divided into areas focusing on various aspects of Corvette history including the Route

66 TV show, a section of the Corvette assembly line in St. Louis—where the car was produced from late

1953 until 1981—and Corvette’s racing heritage. The cars are behind barriers, but there is always a late



model Corvette in the entrance foyer for fans to sit in for a photo op.
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The museum prides itself on its interactive exhibits, including Corvette trivia touch screens and a

driving simulator. Video screens throughout the museum show the car in action, with narrative from

Corvette designers and engineers. There’s also a KidZone with Pat’s Super Service Center, where

children can change the car’s tires, air filter and exhaust system. In addition, a Just in Time  Assembly

Line encourages visitors to work together to put wheels on vehicles going down the line.

Humble Beginnings 

The Corvette wasn’t always the roaring success we know today; in fact, it had a relatively modest start.

Only 300 models were built in its first year, all painted Polo White. A class of U.S. Navy ships, deployed

during World War II to hunt submarines, inspired the name of the new car; however, early Vettes were

underpowered and had disappointing sales; GM almost pulled the plug on production of the car in the

late 1950s.
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Ironically, it took a Russian émigré to rev up America’s Sports Car and keep it humming. Zora Arkus-

Duntov joined General Motors in 1953 and ultimately came to work on the Corvette. The man who

would eventually become known as the “Godfather of the Corvette” emphasized performance, which

was just the tune-up the brand needed. Visitors to the museum can see the only Corvette ever owned

by Arkus-Duntov: a 1974 model. True to his engineering roots, he modified the production model into

an even higher performance vehicle. 

America’s Sports Car 

The museum showcases Corvettes starting with the car’s birth in 1953 and production model number

262 of that limited inaugural-year run. Visitors can also ogle a 1960 Corvette, the year when all 10,000-

plus produced Vettes were convertibles.

The exhibit “Astro-Enthusiast: Corvettes and Rockets” draws an interesting parallel with events of the

time. Corvettes and the burgeoning Space Age were made for each other; the sleek automobiles were

the terrestrial equivalent of the rockets launching satellites, chimpanzees and eventually humans into

outer space. Early on, Chevrolet recognized the benefits of associating the car with the tales of derring-

do emanating from America’s space program. After Alan Shepard became the first American in space,

General Motors presented the astronaut a brand-new white 1962 Corvette. The roster of the Cape

Kennedy Corvette Club eventually included many astronauts. A copy of Neil Armstrong’s signed

membership application to the club, noting his ownership of a silver 1968 Corvette convertible, is on

display along with other memorabilia. Visitors can view mission patches and a National Corvette

Museum flag that was flown into space by a later generation of astronauts on Space Shuttle Atlantis in

2000.



The next time you’re feeling bored on a long road trip, consider the 1989 Corvette ZR-1 on display. In

1990, it smashed a world record by motoring on a track for 24 hours (with a team of drivers) at an

average speed in excess of 175 miles per hour.

That Sinking Feeling 

The museum made international news on February 12, 2014, when a 60-foot by 40-foot sinkhole

opened underneath the Skydome’s floor, swallowing eight vintage Corvettes  

30 feet into its maw. Given the geologic makeup of this area of Kentucky, perhaps the sinkhole should

not have been that surprising. The area is prime for karst development, rock formations in limestone

that can yield underground caves, sinkholes, aquifers and other geologic features. In fact, Mammoth

Cave National Park, the world’s longest cave system, is just 25 miles northeast of the museum.
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The sinkhole was the lead item of news outlets around the world, putting the National Corvette

Museum and this corner of south-central Kentucky on the map. Not surprisingly, extensive cleanup and

structural work had to be performed at the museum.

Due to all that unintended publicity, attendance soared within days of the sinkhole. (Remarkably, the

museum was closed for only one day to cordon off the area and provide a viewing window to see it.)

The museum experienced a 67 percent increase in visitors in 2014, a level that has remained

consistent ever since the incident. In 2016, there were more than 225,000 visitors to the museum.



“Prior to the sinkhole, people would often drive by and say, ‘One day I’ll stop in.’ But afterwards, more

and more people decided to pop off the interstate for a visit,” says Katie Ellison, a spokesperson for the

museum. “People started coming to visit in hopes of catching a glimpse of the sinkhole.”
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The museum’s security camera feed of the actual cave-in has received more than 8 million views on

YouTube. So, rather than shun the events of that night, folks at the museum embraced them: on

February 12, 2016, the second anniversary of the sinkhole, they premiered a new exhibit devoted to the

geology of the region, giving museum visitors a two-for-one experience with both vintage cars and a

science lesson. Titled “Corvette Cave In! The Skydome Sinkhole Experience,” the exhibit resembles

something from a natural history museum, which is an impressive accomplishment for a collection

devoted to sports cars. Visitors can also play the Crane Game, a video game where they recover the

cars from the sinkhole and return them to their proper storage bays.

Inside the renovated Skydome, the five mangled cars that couldn’t be restored sit encrusted with burnt-

sienna-colored soil, looking like prize fighters that went a few rounds with an auto compactor.

Fortunately though, three of the damaged Corvettes were salvageable. Two of them, a 1992 model,

which was the one-millionth Corvette, and a 2009 ZR1 Blue Devil, have been restored and sit next to

their damaged brethren. The third, a 1962 Corvette, is in the process of restoration, an activity that

takes place at the museum under the watchful eye of visitors. Yellow tape on the reconstructed floor

delineates the outer boundaries of the cave. A Plexiglas panel in the floor gives amateur geologists a

chance to peer more than 30 feet down into the rocky remnants of the sinkhole.



One rare car sitting in the Skydome that fateful morning didn’t plummet into the hole: a white 1983

Corvette, the only surviving example of that year’s extremely limited output of only 43 cars. The

completely redesigned 1983 model incorporated multiple innovations that created manufacturing

delays as the “kinks” were worked out. Ultimately, production was pushed to the following year, and all

subsequent cars were designated as 1984 models. In a sense, the 1983 model here represents the

“lost” model year and is given pride of place in its own special display.
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But it’s not all about speed and extreme performance at the museum. A Library & Archives section,

which is available by appointment, holds a trove of documents related to the history of the Corvette. For

a fee, researchers may peruse build sheets and window stickers for every car built in the factory since

1981, along with original dealer brochures, photos, videos, magazines and more. Some researchers

come to find data about their personal vehicle, while others are avid Corvette fans and historians. If you

plan on spending a full day at the museum, the Corvette Café is open daily for breakfast and lunch.

The Next Generation 

Tours of the assembly plant have been halted until January 2019—rumors abound that retooling is

taking place for the eighth-generation Corvette, an all-new mid-engine car to be unveiled for the 2019

model year. Until then, Corvette fans can satisfy themselves with touring the museum and exploring the

long heritage of America’s Sports Car. After their visit, they’ll likely hit the road humming the chorus of

“Little Red Corvette.”

For more information about the National Corvette Museum, visit CorvetteMuseum.org

(http://CorvetteMuseum.org).
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